Ironically, as research studies accumulate, so do the incentives and opportunities to dismiss large numbers of them. Perhaps we can empathize with an impoverished Ph.D. student cutting corners to meet a dissertation deadline. In the research fields I know best, however, dismissive reviews are popular with some of the most celebrated and rewarded scholars working at the most elite institutions. Indeed, some of these well-known scholars are "serial dismissers," repeatedly asserting the nonexistence of previous research in more than a few of their articles across more than a few different topics.
As a cynic might ask, why shouldn't they? Professional rewards accrue to "pioneering work" and, to my observation, there are no punishments for dismissive reviews. Even if exposed, a dismissive reviewer can always fall back on the "I didn't know" excuse.
By contrast, accusing another scholar of falsely dismissing an extant research literature poses considerable risk. The accuser might be labeled unprofessional for criticizing a highly-regarded scholar for a presumably honest mistake. Indeed, I have been so accused. 4 Yet, most of those I have criticized for dismissive reviewing had been directly informed of an extant research literature-I told them-and still dismissed it, suggesting willfulness. Other dismissive reviewers have asserted the nonexistence of a research literature a century old and several hundred studies thick. When someone claims to have looked but was unable to find trees in a forest that large, can we not assume that individual is lying-at least about having looked? Whereas rich professional rewards await those considered to be the first to study a topic, conducting a top-notch, high-quality literature review bestows none. After all, it isn't "original work." (Note also which of the two activities is more likely to be called a "contribution" to scholarship.) In addition, there are substantial opportunity costs. Thorough reviews demand a huge investment of time-one that grows larger with the accumulation of each new journal issue. In a publish-or-perish environment, really reviewing the research literature before presenting one's own research impedes one's professional progress.
How did it come to this? I tender a few hypotheses:
(1) Manuscript review complacency?
In judging manuscript submissions, many journal reviewers pay no attention to literature review quality (or, the lack thereof), that is, to an author's summation of previous research on the topic. Perhaps they feel that it is not their responsibility. As a result, the standards used to judge a manuscript author's analysis may differ dramatically from those used to judge the literature review component, where convenience samples and hearsay are considered sufficiently rigorous. Ambitious researchers write dismissive reviews early in their careers, learn that reviewers pay no attention, and so keep writing them.
(2) Research Parochialism?
The proliferation of subject fields, subfields, and researcher specializations exacerbates the problem. With time, it becomes more and more difficult for specialists to know even the vocabulary of other fields much less the content. Besides, professional advancement is determined by one's colleagues in the same field. It is professionally beneficial to pay attention to their work on a topic, but not to the work in other disciplines, even when that work may bear on the topic. Furthermore, many-indeed, likely most-scholars do not attempt to read research written in unfamiliar languages.
(3) Winning is everything?
Claiming that others' work does not exist is an easy way to win a debate.
I surmise that dismissive reviews must be more common in some research fields than in others. Research conversations are simply more open in some fields than in others and my field-education research-may be one of the most politicized.
Granted, even in education, all research studies and all viewpoints can be published somewhere. But not all can be published somewhere that matters. The education research literature is massive and inevitably most of it is ignored. The tiny portion influencing policy is that which rises above the "celebrity threshold," where rich and powerful interests promote their work (think government-and foundation-funded research centers, wealthier universities with dedicated research promotion offices, think tanks, and the like).
The rest is easily dismissed regardless of quality. The vast numbers of researchers operating below the celebrity threshold include not only the many Phelps academics unlucky enough to be left out of one of the highly-promotional groups, but also civil servants-who are restricted from promoting or defending their work-corporate researchers doing proprietary work, and, obviously, the deceased. Live, dead, or undead, producers of work below the celebrity threshold are "zombie researchers."
This particular zombie researcher, for example, recently completed a metaanalysis and summary of the research literature on the effects of educational testing on student academic achievement published between 1910 and 2010, and anticipates that it will receive little or no attention in celebrity research circles or the media. 5 Over three thousand documents were reviewed and close to a thousand studies included in the analysis. "Most of the evidence is unpublished at this point, and the answers that exist are 'partial' at best," offered Erik Hanushek, a Republican Party advisor and Stanford University and Hoover Institution economist in 2002. 9 In a remarkable moment of irony, Hanushek, who casually dismisses the work of so many others, is quoted as saying, "Some academics are so eager to step out on policy issues that they don't bother to find out what the reality is."
10 Daniel Koretz, a Harvard University professor and longtime associate of the federally-funded Center for Research on Evaluation, Educational Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST), wrote in 1996, "Despite the long history of assessment-based accountability, hard evidence about its effects is surprisingly sparse, and the little evidence that is available is not encouraging. In 2002, Jacob co-wrote a study with Anthony Bryk, the president of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, in which they claimed to have studied "one of the first large, urban school districts to implement high-stakes testing" in the late 1990s.
17 (In fact, U.S. school districts have hosted comprehensive high-stakes testing programs by the hundreds, and for over a hundred years.) Brian Jacob alone has declared the nonexistence of the good work of perhaps over a thousand scholars, living and deceased, in the United States and the rest of the world, and has been rewarded for it. Dismissive reviews abound among related education research topics, too. Consider this 1993 claim from Robert Linn, an individual some consider to be the nation's foremost testing expert. Being the first, apparently, to take on such an obvious topic for study won the Stinebrickners the Kenneth J. Arrow Prize in Economic Analysis & Policy, "for making an outstanding contribution to economics." The award carries a $5,000 honorarium and publication in a journal "that accepts less than 1% of all submissions." In 1999, Helen Ladd, a Duke University professor, Harvard Ph.D., Democratic Party advisor, author of fourteen books, forty-two book chapters, and hundreds of journal articles and reports, wrote: "Given the widespread interest in school-based recognition and reward programs, it is surprising how little evaluation has been done of their impacts.…This paper provides one of the few evaluations of the effects of such programs on student outcomes." 29 Little evaluation has been done? Not really.
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In 2006, think-tanker Frederick Hess claimed, "Despite the importance of arbitration [in education labor negotiations], the process has largely escaped either scholarly or journalistic attention" even as he himself wrote on the topic. 31 Believe it? Me neither. 
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A review of the lengthy curriculum vitae of some of these dismissive reviewers, with their superabundance of honors, awards, grants, and publications suggests two conclusions:
& They are much too busy to spend time on thorough literature reviews & Most of them claim a numbingly large volume of scholarly production Indeed, these reviewers claim so much scholarship it begs the question why they might feel motivated to seek more attention by dismissing others' work. They may be the scholarly equivalent of billionaires for whom no amount of wealth is enough to satisfy. Then again, perhaps they have achieved celebrity status in part because they have been willing to scratch for every little bit of credit throughout their careers.
But boastfulness is not the only problem. None of the dismissive reviews mentioned above pertain to purely academic debates-all pertain to important public policies. Each boast dismissed a research literature relevant to a public need. In some cases, a highly-influential scholar promoted his single work on a topic to the exclusion of hundreds of other works conducted by lesser-knowns and the dear departed.
All the aforementioned statements dismissing the research on educational testing were uttered within several years of the 2000 presidential campaign, the only national election in our country's history in which standardized testing was a major campaign issue. Thus, while the most far-reaching federal intervention in U.S. assessment policy-contained inside the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act-was being considered, the most influential research advisors for both major political parties managed to convince policy makers that no research existed to help guide them in their program design. That casually, a century's worth of relevant research was declared nonexistent. The result? The researchuninformed NCLB Act. New research was needed to fill the void, according to some of our nation's premier scholars, and they were willing to do it, for a fee.
Prior research and experience would have told policy makers that most of the motivational benefits of standardized tests required consequences for the students and not just for the schools. Those stakes needn't be very high to be effective, but there must be some. As NCLB imposes stakes on schools, but not on students, who knows if the students even try to perform well?
Prior research and experience would have informed policy makers that educators are intelligent people who respond to incentives, and who will game a system if they are given an opportunity to do so. The NCLB Act left Dismissive Reviews: Academe's Memory Hole many aspects of the test administration process that profoundly affect scores (e.g., incentives and motivation, security, cut scores, curricular alignment) up for grabs and open to manipulation by local and state officials.
Prior research and experience would have informed policy makers that different tests get different results and one should not expect average scores from different tests to rise and fall in unison over time (as some interpreters of the NCLB Act seem to expect with the National Assessment of Educational Progress benchmark).
Prior research and experience would have informed policy makers that the public was not in favor of punishing poorly-performing schools (as NCLB does), but was in favor of applying consequences to poorly-performing students and teachers (which NCLB does not).
The resulting scantily-informed public policy includes a national testing program that would hardly be recognizable anywhere outside of North America. The standardized testing component of NCLB includes no consequences for the students. This sends the subliminal message to the students that they need not work very hard and one of testing's largest potential benefit-motivation-is not even accrued.
By contrast, schools are held accountable for students' test performance; they are held responsible for the behavior of other human beings over whom they have little control. Moreover, the most important potential supporters of testing programs-classroom teachers and school administrators-are alienated, put into the demeaning position of cajoling students to cooperate.
Had the policy makers and planners involved in designing the NCLB Act simply read the freely-available research literature instead of funding expensive new studies and waiting for their few results, they would have received more value for their money, gotten more and better information, and gotten it earlier when they actually needed it.
With the single exception of the federal mandate, there was no aspect of the NCLB accountability initiative that had not been tried and studied before. Every one of the NCLB Act's failings was perfectly predictable, based on decades of prior experience and research. Moreover, there were better alternatives for every characteristic of the program that had also been tried and studied thoroughly by researchers in psychology, education, and program evaluation. Yet, policy makers were made aware of none of them.
The dismissive reviews that misinformed the NCLB policy makers mirrored those made by the National Research Council's Board on Testing Phelps and Assessment in 1999. 33 Perhaps not surprisingly, most of the dismissive reviewers cited above have served on National Research Council (NRC) panels. 34 Coincident with my zombie-researcher meta-analysis, another NRC report on standardized testing was published in 2011. 35 It generously praises the work of most of the dismissive reviewers cited above, implies that little other work worth considering exists, and reemphasizes the alleged paltry size of the research literature. The timing of the report's release anticipates Congressional consideration of the reauthorization of the NCLB Act.
What Can Be Done?
What can be done about the information suppression resulting from glib dismissive reviews? The situation could be much improved if all scholars were made to review literature in the meta-analyst's way-instead of implying command of an entire research literature, specify exactly where one has looked and summarize only what is found there.
More generally, I believe that we should redefine the meaning of "a contribution" to research. Currently, original works are considered contributions, and quality literature reviews are not. But, what of the scholar who dismisses much of the research literature as nonexistent (or no good) each time he "contributes" an original work? That scholar is subtracting more from society's working memory than adding. That scholar's "value added" is negative.
Sadly, it may already be too late to stop the rampant information suppression and our regressive diminution of knowledge. Some researchers seem to have adopted an "everyone does it" rationale. They are now invested in their claims, and some of them lead their disciplines-they are the same people to whom one would normally direct an appeal for ethical reform. It may sound trite, but I believe it to be true: scholars write dismissive reviews because they can. Unless and until dismissive reviews begin to carry some risk, we should expect to continue to see them in abundance.
Even more disturbing, federal funding of research centers apparently provides sufficient money, power, and status to incubate dismissive reviewers, for example at CRESST, headquartered at UCLA. The expenditure of hundreds of millions of taxpayer dollars on these centers is justified by assertions that not enough research exists and more is needed. But, in some cases the net result of taxpayer investment is a diminution of knowledge in exchange for boosting the careers of a few.
With dismissive reviews, society loses information, and that which remains is skewed in favor of those with the resources to promote their own. Public policy decisions are then based on limited and skewed information. And, governments (i.e., taxpayers) and foundations pay again and again for research that has already been done.
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